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“Again, Katrina! Again!” said my mother. “You are doing it all wrong. You must put effort into what you are doing. Come on. Try harder.”

My mother and trainer, Galina Sokolova, had me training all morning. Ballet was not my passion. No, it was hers. But I learned to twirl long before I learned to walk. Everything in my life revolved around ballet. My mother took me on and made it her mission to teach me to win medals and to one day represent our beloved country, Mother Russia, in the Olympics. Anyone who stepped foot into our house understood the pressure I was under. Few dared tell my mother to take it easy on me. Those who did, she cut off. I did not know who my father was. Mother hardly spoke of him, and I learned at an early age not to ask. All she said once was that my father hurt her. I must never ask about him, ever. In effect, she was everything to me: mother, father, and coach. There were no pictures of my father, and the neighbors knew nothing of him either, as we moved from Moscow to Sergiyev Posad, a charming town northeast of Moscow, when I was a child. What can I say about our town? Our town is famous for the Orthodox monastery, Trinity Lavra of St. Sergius. But for now, I will limit myself saying life never turned out the way my father promised her it would. But as the story is not about my mother, well, not entirely, I shall continue with my story.

My mother and coach loved me her way. And her way meant strict discipline and required unyielding obedience, rivalling anything any stern general in our armed forces could wield. I had one life, and it revolved around Ballet. I was soon to complete my eighteenth birthday. As I mentioned earlier, I spent all my life training. My mother had herself been a ballet dancer, but she gave it all up when she got pregnant with me. And she let me know on every occasion it was my fault she never achieved her great destiny. So, growing up, I would rehearse for hours on end. While other kids played, weather permitting, outside, I would study math, Russian History, and many other subjects most of which she cared nothing for. My mother enrolled me in local arts schools or dance centers. At the time, I was enrolled at Detskaya Shkola Iskusstv, where we learned the Vaganova method. Developed by Agrippina Vaganova in the 1920s, this method combines French romantic, Italian virtuoso, and Russian imperial styles. It emphasizes the whole body—integrating arms, legs, and torso—to create powerful, harmonious, and precise movement. The costs involved were great; especially given my mother was the sole breadwinner in the house. I offered to work after school at the local grocery store, but she reprimanded me, as it would take away from my practice. But the main reason for my mother’s unrelenting pressure on me was a ballet competition. The local authorities sought a scholarship recipient to train and study in Moscow, with the ultimate goal of competing internationally. Understandably, most mothers registered their daughters for the competition in the desperate hope they’d be the winner. 

I had won almost every competition there was in my town. Mother accepted nothing else. Our living room had a shelf replete with medals, awards, certificates, and pictures of every win I ever had. In a drawer on the same shelf, Mother had a photo album with clippings of newspaper articles or school honors she kept. It was her way to bolster my resume, and it was her life’s investment. I say her life’s investment, for she expected I would win the competition to represent my town and go to Moscow. The aim was to represent our country and gain from so doing. But mother was not after money per se. No, she sought to fulfill her frustrated dream through me. Oh, before I forget. My mother was a teacher at my school, which made my life more difficult. I felt like a dog on a short leash. I was about to graduate from my ballet school in the coming days. I will have officially completed the eight years of training. But as I mentioned, it was the only thing I did when not studying for school. My education was the one thing Mother never compromised, given she took pride in being the teacher of the year, year in and year out. And it was her way of stamping her name and leaving her mark. It came with its privileges, of course, and she earned a little extra using the school gym to teach girls—as you’d probably guess, ballet. She earned her share of what the school charged, and both parties benefited. The money she got from all her efforts, she poured into private lessons for me. It meant more training after school ended. The next stage Mother had outlined for me was to enroll me in the Moscow State Academy of Choreography, for which she saved money by teaching her ballet classes, and working other jobs besides her day job as a teacher of, you guessed it, ballet.

“Katrina, you are too stiff. Concentrate. Do it again.”

“I need water. I am tired. A break, please, Mother.”

“Katrina...” She sighed and breathed deeply. “I want you to win. Don’t you want to win?”

“Yes, Mother. Of course I want to win.”

“Well, take a break...five minutes. It’s all you get.”

“My feet hurt.”

“And? You want to win? You believe Svetlana Zakharova reached a great height complaining? Huh...Katrina...I do this for your good, dear. Sometimes you make me feel as if I am harsh. But I want you to succeed where I failed.”

“Mother...” I said.

“What is it, Katrina?”

“Can I get more water? I am still thirsty.”

“You are insufferable, Katrina. Fine...take a ten-minute break. I shall get you the water.” Mother left, and I collapsed on the wooden floor. Tears fell from my eyes. She tightened the noose around my neck. I stretched my legs and kept rubbing my ankles and feet. I performed innumerable jumps and landings, and completed just as much pointe work, if not more. The tension and pain were unbearable. And my shoe was seeping blood. I felt my lower back would shatter.

But her footsteps made me jump to my feet. I quickly rose en pointe with extended arms, executing the iconic swan port de bras. With a single look, Mother commanded me to hold the graceful pose mid-transition. And she set the bottle of water on the floor as she nodded for me to proceed.

“That’s more like it, Katrina. See...there...you can do it. I never doubted you would. One hour more and we can go home.” I kept rehearsing my routine: jump after jump, landing after landing, and pointe after painful pointe. And my mother kept her eyes on the clock, and as the last second ticked away, she nodded and released me. I simply fell to the floor. That I lasted as long as I did was a miracle. Fear is a terrible thing. Mother hardly ever hit me. She did once when I was a child. The mark she left is hardly visible now. But I understood I had to comply with her demands.

“Where are we going?” said I.

“Katrina, I spoke with Sergei. We are to meet with him at the restaurant for dinner. It is a great opportunity to plan your trip to Moscow. He will make all the arrangements there for you.”

“But mother, I have yet to win the competition.”

“Katrina, you have already won the competition. All you have to do is what you have always done. No one in Sergiyev Posad is even close to your level. And I say so as your coach, not your mother.”

“Sometimes I forget you are my...” I trailed off. It was pointless. She’d never pity me.

“We will head home so you can shower and change. Katrina, you must smile and enjoy the night out. We haven’t been out in quite some time. He invited us for dinner. We should be grateful that he is a part of our lives. You must relax. He assures me if you do your best; you will win the competition and will go to Moscow as we have planned.”

“Mother, if I win—”

“Not if, my dear. You will win. Tell me which girl has outperformed you? Natasha? Svetlana? Maya? Don’t get me wrong. They are good. But you have put twice the hours. They only win second prize because the judges are obligated to fill the second and third positions. For in truth, they are far below your level. More like they are fifth or sixth. But how would it look if the judges at your school or in the many local competitions award you first prize and stop there? It won’t look good, would it?”

We arrived at Russkiy Dvorik, located in the city center. It was a cozy restaurant with a rustic atmosphere and antique décor. Mother loved going there, for they served Russian dishes. She cared for nothing else. And it was directly opposite the Holy Trinity-St. Sergius Lavra. In truth, I loved going there. The place had many carvings and items that belonged in the museum. The light fixtures, carpets, and tablecloths, along with vibrant colors of green, red, and violet, complemented the paintings on the wall and often made me imagine myself in the Royal Palace where the Tsarinas lived.

By the time we arrived, Sergei was already seated. He stood and pulled Mother’s chair, and he leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. He nodded at me, by which time he had pulled my chair for me as well. I sat.

“Sergei, thank you for coming.”

“No. Thank you, Galina. I am honored to have two gorgeous women join me for dinner. And I say so respectfully. You, my dear, are as slender as always.”

“Sergei, please. You are too polite.”

“And Katrina, she has inherited your talent. She is truly destined to reach great heights.”

“And you, Sergei. You have done well for yourself. I noticed a lot of vehicles at the mechanic shop. I understand, correct me if I am wrong. I heard you finally got a divorce. What was her name? Roksana was it?”

“Yes, I did. Unfortunately our relationship did not last.”

“Oh my, Sergei. I am sorry.”

“Me too. We were not compatible. The love didn’t last. She wanted to control me. Imagine that?”

“In what way?”

“Well, her father is a rich businessman, and he wanted me to give up my mechanic shop and work in his business. I declined, and it doomed our marriage.”

“Wasn’t she a business executive or something?”

“Yes, in her father’s company.”

“Well, Katrina has a passion for ballet. It is in her blood. Absolutely nothing will keep her from giving her all. Right, Katrina?”

“Yes...of course.”

“So Sergei, have you seen the videos I sent you?”

“Which one in particular? You sent a dozen.”

“What do you think of her performance?”

“Galina, I must say you were modest. Katrina is an outstanding athlete. I never doubted you. You always had that drive, the passion. If only things had gone differently,” he said. He stretched out his hand closer to my mother’s. My eyes widened, and she smiled and reddened. She pulled her hand back.

“Sergei, don’t remind me.”

“But you must give yourself another chance. Surely, there must be many who have whispered in your ear.”

“All the men here are drunkards. Besides, I am no longer interested. I have spent far too many years caring for Katrina to have to deal with a man.”

“Oh, I see. Well...you must let me get closer.”

“Sergei, we are here to discuss Katrina, nothing else. You promised.”

“Yes, yes...forgive me, Katrina. This old man is fond of...” My mother eyed him, and he quieted down. “Yes, we are here for you, Katrina, nothing else.” I kept silent as they behaved like two awkward kids who couldn’t accept they cared for each other. Sergei had been jogging in front of our home for years, ever since he broke up with his then-wife. That my mother and he spoke as if they had not seen each other in decades was a farce. He would always meet her around the corner or farther off. Everyone knew they ‘talked’. I was hoping he’d be brave and simply let it all out. Mother was terrified of his asking. But when he stopped jogging around our neighborhood, I had no choice but to find a way to get him back on track. I suffered as you’d not imagine. It gave me hope to see her smiling, flustered, and taking shot after shot. For in truth, Sergei was technically my father. He had been around for so long, I don’t remember a time he wasn’t there. My mother was a proud woman, fiercely independent. But he found ways and means to help as well. So their charade was surely entertaining yet frustrating. I hoped he’d help my mother focus on him and not me. When the waitress arrived and sighed at his side, Mother rolled her eyes. I knew where this was going. Sergei’s mistake was to smile at the waitress a little too long for my mother’s comfort. In truth, Sergei did nothing wrong. Mother told him something, and he responded foolishly, likely frustrated that she had changed her mind at the last minute. I have gotten sidetracked. But stay with me. Mother got angry and told Sergei she was going to Moscow with me. She was going to resign from her job at the school and apply for a job in Moscow. And both Sergei and I remained silent. That I had to win the competition was pressure enough. Knowing she’d go with me to Moscow meant my hopes of being away and on my own were dashed because they bickered about nothing. When my mother went to the restroom, I yanked him by the arm.

“Sergei, you must tell her. Why are you such a coward?”

“She doesn’t care for me. Katrina, you will win the competition. It will make her happy. But in truth, I wish you’d tell her you don’t want to continue with ballet.”

“I am afraid, Sergei.”

“If you like, I can tell her for you.”

“No...don’t. She’d despise you. I care for you, Sergei. You have always been there for her and me. She is difficult; I should know. She is harsh with you and a bully as well.”

“I can handle it. Trust me. I miss it when she stops. But I worry about you, Katrina.”

“Ask her to marry you. Take her away to Siberia.”

“Your mother loves you, Katrina. Never doubt that. But she has become obsessed. I am deeply worried about you.”

“What can I do, Sergei? If I tell her I am not going to continue, she’d stop talking to me.”

“Well, it’ll be two people she’ll lose.”

“I am afraid, Sergei. It terrifies me.”

“Look! I will support you no matter what happens. Don’t you worry about me? In three days, everything shall end.”
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The people kept entering the Palace of Culture, which served as the main stage for the ballet competition. It was a televised event, and numerous people came to witness it. It was the talk of the town. They expected many important figures in the dance community to come. So I heard. It was the topic of conversation not only at my home, which was a given, but also at school, and in cafes and restaurants. Even the bus drivers spoke about it. The men, those who wanted to gain points with a girl in the competition, showed interest. Although I knew it was an important event, I hardly suspected it would be as packed as it surely was. The various dance studios each sent their best candidate. I knew all the girls. Mother did as well. That she even acknowledged them when they bade her the time of day has always left me with an unsettling feeling.

Sometimes when my mother and I crossed paths with the other dancers, I would catch her gaze, sharp and measuring, as if weighing every word I shared with the girls. She disliked that I was friendly with them. She wanted me to treat them like enemies and limit my contact with them. When I laughed with the others, a tightness formed inside me. It was a tug-of-war between warmth and guilt, between longing to belong among my peers and the knowledge that my mother considered every bond I formed a weakness. The pressure was not just to win, but to remain apart, to be ruthless, as if friendship and excellence could not coexist. 

Sometimes, to spite her, I’d hug Svetlana and jump and twirl with her. Mother would always snap her fingers and sigh deeply. Yet as I laughed and spun, I felt her expectations curling around my spine—a silent reminder that my joy had boundaries.

There were many photographers and people from the media with their cameras. In truth, the place had modern equipment and always hosted theatrical performances, folk choirs, and dance studios. Mother confirmed the place was packed. All the girls were in their dance attire, prepping, warming up, or otherwise speaking with their coaches. Mother gave me her final instructions. I simply remained rigid, focused, as I listened to her. I zoned everything else out. She always said the exact words. But she never...hugged or kissed me as some coaches did with other girls. Most treated their dance students as their own children. But I could not let such foolish thoughts affect my performance.

We were all readying ourselves when in walked Prima Ballerina Svetlana Zakharova. It was a great surprise for everyone. No one knew she was to come. The girls all rushed to the great Svetlana. I was not to be the exception. It was truly an inexplicable yet highly emotive feeling. Svetlana was truly gracious as she brought flowers for each of the girls. Her assistants—a gentleman and a young woman—graciously handed the bouquets to us. Svetlana declared that we were all winners and beautiful. And she shook hands with each of us and kissed us on our right cheek. She wished us the best and said she would have a great time at the front. She was our greatest fan and invited us for dinner after the show ended. It was truly overwhelming. The organizers outdid themselves. The coaches were bursting with pride, and the girls, including me for sure, were all under great pressure.

Svetlana left, and the director instructed everyone except the competitors to exit the backstage. The coaches were to sit in the front seats assigned to them, where they’d watch the show along with everyone else. The minute my mother walked out, I let out a sigh of relief. A cloud left. They gave us half an hour to get ready. Each girl had her ritual. We each went to our corner, or sat on a seat, or twirled or stretched, whatever worked. Emotions were running high. I definitely felt that way. The girls were all highly disciplined but electrified the time had come. We were, despite my mother’s objections, highly supportive of each other. 

I had my earpiece with soft music to soothe me. It helped me to focus as I went through my routine. Each move was methodical. I would close my eyes and forget the world existed. I let the music guide me. I imagined I was on stage surrounded by water. Swans would wade about. Vibrant pink petals of the Cherry blossom trees adorning the waters’ edges fluttered in the gentle air. And, mirroring the graceful movements of the swans in the water, I would reach out with my hands and feet. And I’d float across the stage. I could not let the pressure to be perfect destroy everything I had worked so hard to accomplish. I had to push through pain and injuries for this moment. I was but hours away from realizing my mother’s biggest dream for me.

I began with gentle stretching to activate my muscles. I had in hand my resistance band while wearing a heating pad to keep my body warm. I no longer focused on anyone, but fought merely to not think. I did a bit of pointe work, some jumps, and landings merely to prepare. Now was not the time to overdo anything. Getting too excited could be detrimental. 

In a corner, Maya was simply sitting on the floor, doing nothing but listening to her earpiece. Svetlana was twirling. And I sat down on a chair. I breathed deeply. I focused on my mental rehearsal, going through everything I was to do without risking overexertion. But, as I imagined the graceful movements I always did, the Swans on the water became agitated, and the clear blue sky turned dark and ominous. The pink petals withered, turning brown and crumbling on the stage about me. I twirled, and I showcased my graceful technique across the stage. I wore a pink leotard and canvas ballet slippers. My tutus fluttered around my waist as I moved. My hair was in a tight bun to keep it out of my face and aid with spotting during turns. Everything went as choreographed. But my pink attire transformed to black, and I felt a pressure to keep twirling and leaping at an ever more frantic pace. And a thunderous sound reverberated as I fell to the ground. The swans flew in dread, and it all went dark as the air swirled around. I was on the ground, holding my hands across my face, shielding my eyes. And the light brightened. Lightning struck a tree at a close distance, and the tree splintered in two.

A hand pressed my shoulder, and I shuddered. I came back to my senses. It was Svetlana who said, “Merde.”

I responded, “Oui.”

I sat on my chair, waiting for my turn. I preferred going first. Others preferred going last or in between. Many did not like going first. The director had us pick folded papers with numbers to determine our order. We were ten girls in total. It was to be a long night for whoever went last. In truth, our presentations were quite short, designed to showcase technique and artistry. Each girl had three minutes. Exceeding the time limit usually results in penalties or disqualification. There was so much pressure. But I felt unusually tired, nervous, and dreadful. I had not decided. Sergei said I should give it my all for one last dance. I was not sure. If I won, it would be harder. But if I failed before the many that had come, it would enrage my mother. And Prima Ballerina Svetlana Zakharova was there at the front, cheering us all. I did not want her to go away disappointed as well. My palms were moist, and the lights dimmed. I labored to breathe. I felt a burning sensation, and I sweated. I trembled, and the cameras flickered. People clamored, honoring me, calling out my name. I would be in the newspapers, on social media, and in the local news. My face would be on the billboards at the bus stops, as they’d proudly let everyone know I was on my way to greatness.

Natalia finished her presentation. The audience applauded. The announcer thanked Natalia for her wonderful performance and summoned Elizaveta. There were three others before it was to be my turn. I was now lying on the ground, trying to calm my nerves. This was an unexpected turn. I closed my eyes yet again, and I was on a bus going to Moscow. A reporter on the bus was interviewing other girls who had won their competitions. I was one of the many who waited for her turn to shine before the cameras. Everyone across Russia would hear of my name. I was now spreading my wings. At home, at school, mother would be in the gym surrounded by all the students and teachers. They’d watch everything, as the projector would show them every step I was taking on my way to Moscow. And they’d sing songs celebrating my mother. They’d throw flowers at her feet, and she’d stand at the center rejoicing in their adulation. And she’d say she was proud of me. And it would make all the pain, all the tears, and everything bearable. And I’d cry for joy that she’d be happy, though I would be sad inside.

Elizaveta finished her performance, and Olga went to do hers. I was now standing in a corner, doing more stretches and twirls. I had gotten over that dreadful image. But it was a good omen. Having images of success is hardly a good thing. One must fail; nothing but utter disaster will do. So daydreaming of fame and fortune and many people clamoring for my signature was to be avoided. Thinking was to be avoided. I had never felt this dreadful. The music that played through my earpiece no longer calmed me. The hand on the clock kept its steady movement.

Again, the audience applauded as Olga finished her performance. The director thanked her for her wonderful routine. She called Ekaterina to the stage. Taking a deep breath and shaking her head, Ekaterina sauntered gracefully to the podium. I froze and gasped. I had to drink water. I ran to the cooler and filled the paper cup, and drank not one but two cups. It was a break from my normal routine. But I had sweated more than I often did. I stood there in front of the cooler near the backstage. I could slip out the door and run away. I closed my eyes and bolted out, and I ran into a young man with a bouquet of white flowers in his hands. He startled me, and I almost tripped over him. The flowers fell to the ground as he struggled to prevent me from falling. He held my side with his left hand and my arm with his right.

“Hey, are you okay?” he said. I struggled to gather my thoughts. All I could see were his blue eyes and short, dark hair. He was clean shaven and wore a white dress shirt with his sleeves rolled below his elbow. He had shiny black shoes. But my chest heaved, for I found myself staring into his eyes. And he kept smiling, apologizing to me. I did not hear my name. But Anna came and told me they had called my name.

“Merde,” said he. “I smiled.” Anna pulled my arm and dragged me back in. Before I had time to react, she had me at the door. The director had merely given the audience a brief introduction telling them of the dance company I represented and who my coach was. She also referenced the school I attended and how proud everyone there was of me. Anna kissed me on the cheek and ensured everything was well. And she smiled as I stepped through the door.

I strutted to the center of the stage. All eyes were on me. I waited for the cue to begin. I blocked everything. I couldn't let anything distract me. Sergei said to give my greatest performance, my last. And it began. As I had done countless times, I moved effortlessly, defying gravity. I did not think. My body knew the movements. They were intense, calculated, and occasionally painful—physically demanding—but I executed them with absolute precision, fluidity, and grace. Each leap, pirouette, or dance en pointe told a story of passion and elegance. I remained composed, emotive to create an illusion of weightlessness. I rotated my legs outward from the hip with precise, upright posture and delicate arm movements (port de bras). I counted in my mind and prepared to perform the high, powerful jump followed by rapid leaps, culminating with a soft and quiet landing. I timed everything to the melodious music. And as I twirled for the last time, making the final drop to stretch gracefully on the floor, everything went dark.

What happened next, I don’t remember. But I lay down, and everything was one big blur. I heard faint voices, and people stood around or above me. I felt a sensation of movement when someone put a mask over my nose and mouth and told me to breathe deeply. It helped me. I was suffocating. The sound of a siren resonated, and a pain in my right arm reminded me I was alive. The blurry image cleared, and a light flicked across my eyes.

“Tell me how many fingers you see?”

“Fingers? Three...no...many.” I simply remembered a little after that. When I finally opened my eyes, hours later perhaps, the doctor stood beside me. He and three others were in the room.

“Her pressure has levelled off,” said the nurse, or at least I suspected she was the nurse. The man closest to me was Dr. Ivan Korotkov; she addressed him as such, which I confirmed from his name tag. But there were two others not in white but in business suits. I felt weak and struggled to move. But the doctor instructed me to remain still and do nothing else but rest.

“How are you feeling?” said the doctor.

“Tired. What happened?”

“You, my dear, are one lucky girl. You don’t remember?” said the doctor. I stared blankly at him. I shook my head, for I remembered nothing.

“She must be in shock,” said a man in a dark suit. He leaned closer. A woman, wearing a knee-length, deep red silk dress that emphasized a polished, tailored silhouette, entered and stood beside him. Across her shoulder, she had a faux-fur coat. She wore knee-high boots in sleek leather. She matched everything with bold gold jewelry, a chunky necklace, and large gold hoop earrings. She clung to her high-end designer bag as if she had stolen all the money from a local bank and had it inside.

My head pained me. I made to rub my hand across my head, but the doctor immediately stopped me from doing so.

“You must rest,” said the woman. She was Prima Ballerina Svetlana Zakharova. 

I cried, for I could not remember what happened. But I felt great pain. The doctor motioned to the nurse, who then injected medication into my IV bag. The liquid dripped through a flexible plastic tube and flowed directly into my bloodstream. 

“Tell you what. Now is not the time. You, my dear, will remain here the night, likely longer. Go back to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll definitely have some questions for you, and we’ll answer any you might have.”

The doctor ordered everyone to leave. Svetlana leaned over and kissed me on the cheek. What baffled me was why my mother wasn't present.
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I must have slept hard, for I could not remember if I had dreamt anything. Perhaps it was a good thing. Most of my dreams turned into nightmares. The sound of footsteps and the screeching of the door alerted me to someone’s presence. I breathed deeply and gradually opened my eyes. The bright white that surrounded me came like a torrent. Not until I made to move did I feel pain in my arm. The nurse immediately pressed her hand against my shoulder and urged me to remain calm and not get up. She checked the bag and the plastic tube. She shook her head, gently secured my arm, and removed the needle from my vein. She cleaned the surface, placed a cotton swab over the puncture—which was hardly noticeable but for the red of the blood—and secured it with a bandage. All this while, she said nothing. But she smiled, yet remained focused on her assignment. She placed the plastic tube and the intravenous medical dispenser in the corner. The nurse clipped a pulse oximeter to my finger. She jotted down her observations on a sheet attached to a clipboard at the side of the bed. I had seen nurses estimate blood pressure by placing their fingers on the wrist or elbow of patients, mostly my mother, while using an arm cuff. That I went through the same was unsettling. I kept watching the nurse and wondered why I was here. I still could not recall what had happened to me. Behind the nurse was a machine with the lines that went up and down. If it went flat, it meant I was dead. That it was not flat made me sigh with relief.

“How is my favorite patient?” said the nurse with a gentle smile. It came across as rehearsed, not entirely sincere. But since I had seen less affable nurses, I appreciated her professionalism.

“I feel dazed, exhausted. Why am I here?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what?” I said questioningly. I held my hand to my head, trying to recall. Yet, my efforts were futile.

“You collapsed. The report says..." She checked the clipboard to get a clear idea of where it occurred. “Yes, it says here you were dancing at the ballet at the Palace of Culture, and midway through your performance, you collapsed on the floor. The report says you hit your head, so we had to scan it and take an X-ray of your arm, as they said the fall was pretty severe. You truly don’t remember?”

I did not want to remember. That was the truth. But my eyes welled as she tore down the curtain, revealing what I hoped were but a terrible dream. Instead, it was indeed my living nightmare. And I could not help but sob at the reality that stared me in the face. The image of me falling to the ground came to mind. Though I could not see it, I vividly imagined how it must have happened. It must have been a terrible thing for those present. Girls made mistakes; some faltered, missed steps, skipped them, or became confused. Often, they timed things incorrectly and lost points. But I had never seen anyone collapse mid-performance before a large audience, with cameras streaming it all live. This event was to be a turning point, but it didn't go quite as I had planned. I sought to do well and thereafter inform my mother I’d not continue. But this was a great humiliation. Even I understood this was a total disaster, one which I did not know if I could ever overcome. Great dread overwhelmed me when the nurse said my mother was outside waiting to see me. Tears kept falling, and I simply froze. The nurse, a benevolent soul, wrapped her arm around my shoulder and reassured me that all would be well. My rapid heart rate or high blood pressure, or both, caused the lines on the machine to falter erratically, so the nurse had to inject me with medication yet again. The doctor entered shortly thereafter, and the nurse updated him on all that had happened.

“You must calm down,” he said. “Everything shall work out fine. Perhaps you feel it is the end of the world...” I didn’t feel; I was sure it was my end. My mother was outside, and nothing but a corpse would remain upon her departure. I feared her more than anything else. “But in time—hopefully soon, with your effort—you will overcome this difficult situation. Your mother is here and eager to meet with you.” I plunged, sinking my head into the pillow. I had nowhere to hide. “I shall let her in.” He turned, and I grabbed his arm, begging him with my eyes not to let her in. The nurse eyed me and glared at the doctor as well. “Oh, I see. Katya, please remain here while I go outside to have a word with her mother.”

The nurse smiled at me rather kindly. She stretched her hands and wiped the streaks from my face. “You have sparkling eyes. There is no need to cry. I was once young and under intense pressure. Life is harsh, especially as Russian mothers often have impossible expectations for their children. And being a woman makes it more difficult. I never wanted to be a nurse. In fact, I always dreamt of doing something else.”

“You did?”

“Yes, you may not guess. But I wanted to be a singer. I always dreamt of becoming the next Lidia Ruslanova. And I am not terrible at it. Many said I had great potential. I never got the opportunity. My mother forced me to study medicine, which I hated for years. But with time, it grew on me. It has helped pay for a comfortable life. We aren’t rich, but I get to bring my mother when she gets ill, and the staff attends to her.”

“Was it worth the sacrifice?”

“I’d say it has certainly been of great benefit. Had it not been for following my mother’s instructions, I’d likely have lost her a long time ago. Your situation is not exactly the same. All I can say is your mother must truly love you to have such high expectations of you. I don’t know your situation. I heard rumors. People can be mean, surely insensitive. But I am fairly sure your mother cares about you.”

I listened to her. I did not doubt that my mother loved me. But my mother surely did not understand me or care enough to get to know what I felt. All she ever cared for was her failed dream, which she forced upon me. The door opened, and the doctor entered. Behind him came my mother. My heart pounded, and I dared not look her in the eyes. I clung to the nurse’s hand. My nails dug deep until she wrapped her hand around my wrist, prying my fingers from hers. “I shall stay with you. Okay, don’t be afraid,” she whispered into my ear.

My mother feigned a smile. Her eyes flared as she zoned in on me seeking eye contact. But her words were soft, unearthly so, belying her disdain. “Oh, Katrina, my dear. I had a terrible...god-awful night. I did not sleep. How could you fall? You had done everything perfectly, and you...you....” She stopped as the doctor shook his head. She turned to face the doctor. “When can I take her home, doctor?”

“She must remain here under observation for—”

“Three days,” interjected the nurse. She smiled and carried on. “She is not well, doctor. She must remain under observation, as you rightly said, and a psychologist is to have a word with her.” The doctor froze for a second and glanced at the nurse and eyed me as well.

“Yes, as my assistant rightly pointed out, and I was about to explain, your daughter must remain here for three days.”

“But she is perfectly fine. You said she had recuperated well. Why must she remain here for three more days?”

“Did you not hear what my assistant said? Let me explain, so it is fully clear. Your daughter sustained a concussion from the blunt impact of her fall. The CAT scan shows her brain is swollen, which resulted in cognitive memory loss, commonly termed amnesia. Your daughter must remain here so we can continue her medical treatment to ensure the swelling of the brain goes down. The impact caused brain cells (neurons) to stretch and tear, triggering a massive, temporary release of neurotransmitters. The concussion has caused a temporary but acute alteration in her mental status. Therefore, it forces me to bring in a psychologist to evaluate her.”

“A psychologist? Are you suggesting she is going crazy?”

“No, I am not suggesting any such thing. I merely seek to discover what caused her to black out during a live performance.”

“She collapsed because the lights must have blinded her. Accidents happen. The malicious behavior of her competitors deeply affected my daughter. A competitor pushed her moments before she was to give her presentation.”

“Mother!”

“Hush, I don’t see the need for a psychologist. So her head is swollen. That is understandable given the horrible fall. But surely you can prescribe something so I can take her home forthwith. She must finish her performance. I went through great trouble to convince the judges to give her another chance to finish her presentation. I had to threaten them that I’d make a scene if they didn't. It’s unbelievable what a mother must do to protect her daughter. They conspired against my daughter, eager to rob her of a chance of a lifetime.”

“No, mother. No one pushed me. Anna did quite the opposite. She wished me well.”

“And you should have rejected her good wishes. They are all venomous Caspian cobras.”

“Well, I forbid your daughter from any physical activity for a week at least, if not longer.”

“A week? No...no...that is unacceptable. They have given me a day at most. She must return home to practice her routine one more time. Tomorrow she must return to the stage to finish her presentation.”

A knock on the door interrupted my mother. I avoided looking at her. But now the nurse clenched my wrist tightly. The doctor set down the clipboard and sighed. Sergei peered through the doctor.

“May I come in?” I smiled. Mother turned and waved him away. But the doctor inquired who he was.

“He is no one,” said my mother. “Sergei, stay outside.” Sergei’s eyes bulged, and his smile curved downward. He stood there, and time simply ran much slower. I locked my eyes on his, and a tear fell from his eye. And he nodded and pulled back, closing the door behind him.

“Well, Madame Galina Sokolova, I have not made myself clear. Your daughter, Katrina Sokolava, is going nowhere until I say otherwise. She shall remain here for a week under strict observation. And after a thorough examination by the psychologist, we will determine the best way forward. Your desire to see her compete is impossible, at least given the time they have given you. Dare you or anyone else take her out of this hospital without my permission; I shall not hesitate to call the authorities. She is, as far as the report confirms, underage for the next two months. As a medical practitioner, it is my duty under the Hippocratic Oath to ensure the well-being of my patients. I take my job with the seriousness it requires.”

My mother clenched her fist and breathed deeply. I could tell she wanted to shout at the doctor, but turned to me instead. “Katrina, tell the doctor you feel better and want to go home.”

I remained silent, and the nurse walked between my mother and me. I cowered behind the nurse.

“You'd better leave!” said the nurse. “You are upsetting your daughter, complicating her situation.” By this time, the lines on the monitor were flickering wildly. I struggled to breathe and shuddered terribly.

“Oh. Now you blame me? Katrina, what did you tell the doctor?”

“I said nothing, Mother.”

“Why are they conspiring to keep you here? Why must you destroy my daughter's chances of winning the competition? If she does not finish her performance, she will remain last in the competition, a total disgrace.”

Sergei burst through the door and said, “Katrina is not a disgrace. You are a total disgrace. You, Galina, have no heart. I wanted to believe you did. How stupid of me. But you finally revealed your true nature. You used me all these years, letting me believe I stood a chance. But it has become clear all you ever wanted was to use me to advance her career. But let me tell you something. Katrina will not continue with ballet.”

“What? That is not so. I won’t allow it. You are lying. You say it because of what I said earlier. But I meant no offense. You are nothing to her. That I let you get close to me was because I thought there was something good in you. But since you stabbed me in the back, I deeply regret giving you a chance. Let me tell you something, Sergei. Katrina is only my daughter. No one else has any rights over her but me. I raised her all by myself. Sure you helped. But I told you I needed nothing from you. I worked three jobs to care for my Katrina. I decide her future. Not you, not them. And I say she must finish her performance.”

“I am sorry, Mother. I will not do it. I will not. I hate ballet. I have hated it most of my life. It was fun at the beginning. But your obsession made me come to hate it. I have no courage left in me. I gave my all, Mother, merely to please you. I can go no more.”

“What are you saying?”

“I will no longer compete. I can’t take it anymore.”

“This is you, Sergei. You betrayed me.”

“No, Mother. I don’t want to continue. It’s no one’s fault. I simply can’t continue.”

“So you are throwing everything away? Oh...then your fall was your way of rebelling against my wishes?”

“I always did as you instructed me. But I no longer care to compete. I have no more strength. I can’t...I simply won’t continue doing it.”

“Is that your last word?”

I lowered my head and, in a soft undertone, said, “I shall never put a ballet shoe on again. Not for you.”

“Fine. Perfect. As of today, you can forget you have a mother. This is the thanks I get? I sacrificed everything for you. All the work, the long nights, and the endless worries... and this is the gratitude I get? Had I known, perhaps I’d taken a different decision when I found out I was pregnant.”

“Galina!” said Sergei. He grabbed my mother by the arm and dragged her out the door. The doctor exited immediately as well. I suspected he went to tell them both to leave, for they both hollered at each other. Mostly, it was Sergei releasing his frustrations on my mother. The nurse hugged me and had to inject me with something to calm me down.

“She doesn’t love me.” All I could do was cry. When she got upset, she’d react terribly. But I never thought she’d say those words. In no time, my eyes got heavy. My eyes welled with tears, and I simply wanted the earth to swallow me whole. I was utterly heartbroken.
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Chapter 4
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My name is Nikita Vasiliev, and this is my story. Let me start from the beginning. The alarm clock rang. It was time for my early morning exercise routine. The previous day turned out quite surprising. First, I went to the flower shop to buy tulips. I told the florist I was running late and quickly required an odd number of tulips, eleven. Even numbers are a bad omen. I trusted she’d do as I instructed. But perhaps I failed myself in not remembering she was still upset with me. The florist kept ignoring me. And there I stood like a veritable fool. She pretended she was busy wrapping something. It didn’t matter that I kept calling her. I finally remembered she was upset with me. What was it? Oh, I went out on a date with her once and never called her again. It was a fun night. What did she expect? We had a few drinks, more than a few. The night with her was fine. We went to a dance club and had fun. Did I take her home? That was the part I simply couldn’t recall? She was upset at me for not returning her calls. No, I did nothing with her. That must be it. Yes, now I remember. She wanted me to take her back to my apartment. But she gave off all the signs. I had to be careful. Girls like getting pregnant, and I’d be a fool if I let one pull a fast one on me. Besides, my girlfriend, Sofiya, would not take kindly to my taking another girl to my apartment, not that she’d find out. But if I slipped up, it could come to haunt me. Alexsandr made that mistake. Now he has to marry a girl he hardly knows. His one-night stand turned into a forced marriage as his father threatened to disown him. As he has never worked a day in his life, the decision was a fairly simple choice between marriage and the street. And that accounts for the second reason I was in a hurry. I was his best man, and the rehearsal kept me longer than expected. One must learn to juggle many things. That is the life of a young bachelor having all the fun possible. I had to make the most of it. 

Mother had ideas, but I simply ignored her. She wanted me to settle down. Father had other ideas, which I agreed with more. He, however, wanted me to focus on the family business. I wanted to take a third path, which was upsetting to both of them. I simply wanted them to leave me alone to make my own decisions. 

I must say being CEO of my father’s company, Vasiliev Investment & Construction Company, meant I had far too much on my plate. And my mother insisted that I formalize my relationship with Sofiya. One grows tired. And my mother, Viktoria Vasiliev, can wear down anyone once she puts her mind to it. My father, Vladislav Vasiliev, thought he married a submissive woman. He rules his empire with an iron fist. But at home, he limits his words to soft undertones, mostly agreeing to what my mother says. I find them amusing. I am digressing, for sure. But that is another reason I am not eager to get married. 

Sofiya is a fine girl, don’t get me wrong. Any guy can see she has it in all the right places. And we had been dating for over two years. To get my mother off my back, I promised her I’d formalize my relationship with Sofiya. And that explained why not getting the tulips as I wanted irritated me. Women can hold grudges. I simply pulled out my wallet and set down three thousand rubles for the tulips. It was far more than the cost, but I was in a hurry. I leaned over the counter and seized as many as I could in one quick grab. I ran before the young girl, whose name I could not recall at that moment, could call the cops on me. I had promised Sofiya I’d take her to the ballet. I did not want to keep her waiting.  Plus, she was learning from my mother not to put up with that kind of behavior. I was never late, for I took most things with the seriousness they required. But the traffic jam on account of some accident had delayed everything. I had yet to pick her up at her home and drive to the Palace of Culture. But she called me inquiring where I was, and I explained to her what had happened. She was a proud woman and said she’d meet me there. It worked out fine. She had her Haval Jolion. She was playing her cards. She’d surely force me to make it up to her some other way. 

Despite my efforts, I arrived ten minutes late, and that accounted for my running into the Palace. I called her, and she said she was at the front, likely talking with her friend whose daughter was competing. It was the reason she wanted us to go. But I later had an unfortunate collision with a dancer. And I could not get that girl’s image out of my mind. The young girl had dreamy eyes, a fragile frame, and soft hands. What happened to her in the contest was truly shocking. I simply could not forget it. Of course, I repaid Sofiya giving her a passionate night and the ring. And it made her burst with joy when I knelt beside the bed asking her to marry me. Despite all we did, however, I could not let Sofiya know I was thinking of the young girl. Her fall truly shocked everyone, and it pained me such a delicate flower suffered a terrible accident.

“Sofiya, babe...I’ll have my early morning exercise. Stay in bed, okay.”

“Why must you get up early? Can’t you skip it this once?”

“No, babe. I must keep my routine. Otherwise, I won’t operate well all day.”

“I bet having me sleep over truly puts you out of your element.”

I leaned over and kissed her passionately. Mother says we men are insensitive brutes, always eyeing my father when she says so. 

“Stay, babe—” Sofiya pulled my arm, and I fell on her. I had it good with her. She was great in bed. But I feared she’d turn worse than my mother the day we got married. In truth, I was not sure about Sofiya. There were days she was a delicate flower, as she was now. Other days, I suspected she was far more scheming than my mother. And I surely did not want to end up like my father, much less have a relationship end in divorce. I simply needed to get those thoughts behind me. But one kiss turned into another round of what we did the night before, and I soon forgot about my exercise routine.

The one saving grace was I had to go to work. She wanted us to stay in bed all day. I could not do that. Business was business. That was one rule I agreed to fully. One must play hard; but work, one must get it done. If one thing my father had no patience for was a person being late for work or whatever commitment he made. And being his son meant I had to set the example. Therefore, I always arrived before everyone and left after they did, as well. That accounted for Sofiya getting what she wanted the previous night. I had to keep her happy and so avoid any problems at the family dinner later that night. Mother insisted that I get the proposal done with before our dinner. I could let nothing spoil the occasion. 

I dared not ask Sofiya to leave. She had always wanted a key to my apartment, and given I was soon to marry her; I saw no problem giving it to her. I could have simply told her to lock the door from the inside and pull it shut. But she stretched her hand for my keys and asked for my card to go shopping for a new dress. It wasn’t a problem. We were already a couple, though not married.

I arrived at work half an hour before the first employee showed up. There were many things to do. Miroslava was always the first to arrive after me. She came almost running, and I eyed her hard.

“Miroslava, you must be careful. Why are you coming this late?”

“Late? I am not late.”

“You are my assistant. You are required to be here half an hour before everyone else.”

“Yes, sir. I apologize. But I had to drop off my son at school.”

“Hmm...I will be in my office. After you are settled, bring me a cup of coffee, and we’ll go through my agenda for the day.” She soon arrived with my coffee and stood there with her notebook in hand.

“Today, you have a meeting with the executives from Sber Hotels & Construction Company. It is scheduled for ten o’clock. Will you go through with the merger, sir?”

“Well, to be honest, Miroslava, I have yet to see convincing proof that the merger is a worthwhile undertaking. They sent documents. You saw what they sent. The performance of their construction company has not been going well as far as the numbers. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself.”

“But isn’t their construction company a highly regarded business?”

“That’s what I thought. But something is not adding up. I am still waiting for their official report so I can compare it with my investigation.”

“Hmm...you don’t trust they’d give you accurate information?”

“Never sleep with someone else’s eyes. We must do our due diligence.”

“And how was the ballet, sir?”

“Oh...thanks for mentioning it. Didn’t you hear? A dancer collapsed midway through her performance. They had to rush her to the hospital.”

“Yes, it’s the only thing everyone is talking about. It’s truly a terrible thing for her.”

“Indeed. Find out for me which hospital they took her to?”

“As you wish.”

“Also, tell Mikhail to come to my office as soon as he
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